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human voice, of a lowing cow, of a crowing cock. Only the
--* sparrows chattered animatedly tinder the eaves of the sheds
and on the brushwood.
Mishka rode straight to his own hut. None of his family
came out to meet him. The door leading into the porch was
^wide open, and by the threshold old leg rags, a bandage dark
with blood, chickens' feathers and heads smothered with
flies and already putrefying were lying. Evidently some days
previously Red Army men had eaten a meal in the hut :
the shards of broken pots, chicken bones picked clean, fruit
skins, and torn newspapers were scattered over the floor.
Mishka passed into the front room. There everything was
as in the old days. But he noticed that one half of the
trapdoor leading to the cellar where the water-melons
were stored in autumn seemed to have been lifted a
little.
He went across to the trapdoor. " Surely mother expected
^me ? She may have hidden something in the cellar for me/'
he thought. Drawing his sword, with its point he raised the
door. A smell of dampness and decay arose from the
cellar. He went down on his knees and, peering into the
darkness, at last discerned a half-bottle of vodka, a frying-
pan with fried eggs in it, a piece of bread half eaten by mice,
and a pot covered with a wooden mug, all standing on a spread
tablecloth. So his old mother had been expecting him ! She
had prepared for him as for a welcome guest. His heart
trembled with love and gladness as he lowered himself into
the cellar. He found a canvas bag tied to a floor joist. He
^took it down and found in it his underlinen, old but beauti-
fully mended, cleaned and ironed.
The mice had spoilt all the food, and only the milk and
the vodka were left untouched. He drank the vodka, ate
the solidified, ice-cold milk, took the linen and clambered
out.
His mother had probably fled beyond the Don. " She
was afraid to stay, and it was a good job she didn't, for the
cossacks would have killed her," he thought. " As it is I
expect they ill-treated her because of me/* He went out
and untied his horse, but decided not to go straight to the
Melekhovs' hut. It stood right above the Don, and a good
marksman might easily pick him off from across the river.
i He resolved to go to the Korshunovs' hut and to return to
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